More unusually a few witnesses also chose explicitly to describe themselves-or, in the case of married women, their husbands-as 'poor'. In particularly antagonistic cases, witnesses could be asked to evaluate each other's worth or credit as well as their own, often as part of aggressive discrediting strategies, to which assessments the concept of poverty was also often central.
increase in poor relief relative to the total population, and that by 1700 around five per cent of the population were permanently supported by their parish. 9 It is clear from many local studies that such provision did not even begin to meet need. 10 Those receiving formal relief represented only a fraction of those vulnerable to poverty, leaving it very difficult to assess the extent of the 'conjectural' or 'marginal' poor, their experiences of poverty, or their degree of social inclusion. 11 Estimates of the proportion of the population enduring material hardship range from between 35 per cent and half of all households in the later seventeenth century. 12 The survival strategies of the extensive 'penumbra' of households who did not receive relief, but
were exempt from contributing rates towards it, involved a shadowy series of makeshifts the full range of which is difficult to discern. 13 While it is clear that wage labour must have provided a significant part of their livelihoods, the occupational and 4 social identities associated with it remain opaque, not least because it was irregular and often seasonal in character and because it spanned a range of activities from agricultural day labour (both skilled and unskilled) to urban journeywork and piece work, work in the service sector, and to manufacture in the putting out system.
14 Although there was an intricately graded hierarchy of skilled and unskilled labour, not to mention the wide range of labouring work that by-passed the market economy, 'labourers' were often represented as a homogenous category, principally associated with poverty. 15 More specifically, wage labour remained conceptually indistinct from service in the seventeenth century-and it was this conceptual blurring that contributed to the debate amongst the Levellers in the late 1640s over whether wage-earners should be deemed 'freemen' and included in the franchise. 16 While it is clear that poverty and wage dependence increased dramatically over the course of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries in a mutually reinforcing relationship, the experiences and identities of the growing numbers of men and women drawn into both therefore remain frustratingly opaque. This matters not only for our estimates of the size and survival strategies of the labouring poor when assessing the nature and pace of early modern economic change, but also for our accounts of social and political change, since (as recent work on state formation has emphasised), social identities were inextricably linked with the exercise and experience of authority in early modern England. 17 The redrawing of local boundaries of inclusion and exclusion that accompanied the socio-economic restructuring of early modern England is associated with the emergence of a 'middling sort' as a social 14 5 category, and, as the 'chief inhabitants' of their parishes, as an interest group increasingly aligned with the ruling elite. 18 Far harder to gauge, however, is the permeability of and level of resistance to such boundaries from below, leading to varying claims about the scope for popular agency in the 'negotiation of power'-in terms of either participation or active resistance. 19 Exploration of this issue is rendered particularly difficult in the absence of much evidence of how those below the parish elite viewed their place in the social hierarchy.
The inclusion amongst witnesses in the church courts of large numbers who claimed to be of little or no worth, for the most part living by their labour, affords some reflection on labouring identities and the links between social status and authority amongst men and women who were lacking in means or dependent on others for their living. Sufficient numbers claimed to be worth little or nothing to suggest that this was a familiar and recognisable category of social description, yet with enough variation to indicate its association with a subtle hierarchy of intricately graded degrees of difference which clearly mattered in the calibration of social position but which tend to be obliterated by the catch-all category of the 'labouring poor' favoured both by contemporary commentary and in historical analysis. While such distinctions might be carefully drawn by witnesses seeking to establish their precise place in the social hierarchy and to resist blunter appraisals of their status (or lack of it), such subtleties were nonetheless readily collapsed and over-ridden by a dominant set of assumptions linking relative poverty with dependence at best and immorality at worst. Although the regular appearance of witnesses of limited means shows that their social and material circumstances were not a bar to participation in the business of the church courts, the negative ways in which their authority could be debated by others, as well as the lengths some went to nuance and qualify their declarations of limited worth, are illustrative of the barriers to their equal participation with those of more substance. Most apparent are the severe limits to the conceptual space available for the assertion of autonomous identities by labouring men and women, not least because the labour by which they lived was scarcely credited as an asset of any worth. This is more widely indicative of considerable constraints on the social and political accommodation of the burgeoning ranks of the labouring poor.
I.
Variations on the theme of being worth little or nothing by witnesses who chose to elaborate, explain or qualify their self-assessment in these terms enable exploration of its wider connotations and the many subtle gradations it encompassed. Some of these are familiar from the history of poor relief while others extend our perspective on the hierarchies that differentiated the ranks of the labouring poor above the critical dividing line between those in need of some form of charity and those who were able to sustain their grip on a modicum of independence while nonetheless in possession of limited means.
The most conclusive way of detailing little or no worth was with reference to the receipt of alms-ranging from informal gifts and seasonal charity to occasional supplements in cash or kind and weekly doles distributed by the parish-which signalled the very depths of hardship. Several witnesses were at pains to stress that although they had little they did not depend on charity. Mary Aswell, the wife of a
Stepney drover, responded in 1697 that she was 'not worth any thing her debts p [aid] but never did begg, or ask the Charity of strangers by her'. A Wiltshire tailor, believing himself not obliged to respond to the question of his worth when appearing as a witness in 1674, was nonetheless drawn by another interrogatory to declare 'he thank's God that he Never yet received releife from the parish, & so long as he is able to work at his trade he hopes he shall not & also that he hath somthing of his owne to help to Maintaine him'. 20 That the receipt of charity was a borderline to be avoided at all costs is also clear from the ways in which witnesses of limited means were discussed by others, since it was not unusual for co-witnesses to describe others as being poor, but not so poor that they received alms or resorted to begging. References to either informal or formal relief were extremely rare suggesting that alms-takers were not readily recruited as witnesses-which is further underlined by the fact that details of relief were as likely to feature in the discrediting strategies deployed by litigants against their opponents' witnesses as inform acts of selfassessment. When witnesses did detail their own receipt of relief, it was usually because they had been prompted to do so by an interrogatory explicitly designed to elicit such information in addition to the question of their worth. 8 another interrogatory that his wife had sometimes received part of the Christmas 'benevolence' distributed amongst the 'poorer sort' of their parish. 24 The receipt of alms-whether formal parish relief or the informal kindness of neighbours-was the surest sign of poverty, therefore, and witnesses either avoided mentioning any such dependence unless explicitly questioned or sought to excuse it on grounds of illness, the burden of providing for young children, or old age. Amongst the numerous Sussex husbandmen claiming to live by their labour, seven stated that they were worth £20-close to the mean worth of their occupational group which was £20.26-and it is possible that these men laboured for subsistence by depending upon a smallholding and stock rather than another's pay. Yet two fifths of the Sussex husbandmen who declared they lived by their labour estimated their worth 45 Over three quarters of labourers who provided details of their maintenance confirmed that they lived by their labour. 46 These differences are also partly shaped by the frequency with which information about witnesses' maintenance was solicited: in York, this occurred in only 3.3% of all cases in which witnesses were also asked about their worth, whereas in Chichester and Lewes 35.1% of witnesses who gave statements of worth were asked how they maintained themselves. 
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at forty shillings or below or claimed to be worth little or nothing. Of all the witnesses depending on their labour for their maintenance, over 40% also declared themselves worth little or nothing or described themselves as poor, and a further 11.4% evaluated their worth in goods at forty shillings or less. In the discussion of certain witnesses by others, labouring for a living was also associated at best with highly limited means, if not acute hardship. So Edmund Powell, a Sussex labourer, was described in 1620 by a fellow witness as 'a poore needy fellow' who had 'nothing to live uppon but his labour'. 48 In 1613 14 of value, but liveth on his occupation of Tailor crafte and by other shifts even from hand to mowth as a poore man and not otherwise'. 53 The possession of a limited stock of goods likewise denoted the relative poverty of witnesses, but less acutely than those with nothing more than the clothes they stood up in or the wages they could earn. It is possible to gain an impression of the dividing line between having some small means and being worth little or nothing from the statements of a few witnesses who both described themselves in these terms or as 'poor' and provided monetary estimates of the worth of their goods. Indicative of the steady pressure of inflation, the commonest monetary marker cited in such statements from the mid-sixteenth century was twenty shillings, rising to forty shillings in the early-seventeenth century, and then £5 or £10 from the 1660s. A Kentish husbandman described himself as 'a poore laboring man not worth much above xxs. everie man being paid' in 1566, while a Cambridge widow, who supported herself by carding and spinning, declared in 1581 that she was worth 'little or nothinge, scante xxs.' 54 This twenty shilling limit persisted in the north-east longer than in the south-east, with a Yorkshire cordwainer declaring in 1634 that he was 'a poore old labouring man worth xxs. his debts paide, or thereabouts'. 55 By contrast, by the 1590s in the Archdeaconry of Lewes forty shillings was more commonly cited.
Several husbandmen responded that they were worth little but in order to satisfy the question they valued their goods at forty shillings, with one declaring that his goods were of little value and not worth forty shillings. 56 A Kentish broad weaver, valuing his goods at forty shillings in 1628, further described himself as 'a poore man' in response to another interrogatory, adding that he took great pains for his living andagain underscoring that critical threshold-that he had never received alms. It is clear from the frequency with which it was cited, forty shillings held symbolic significance as a marker of some limited means (or, increasingly, the lack of them) and as the threshold between having a modicum of substance and being worth little or nothing. Historically forty shillings has been associated with eligibility for the franchise, in terms of income from freehold land. Although the franchise qualification traditionally signified substance, by the early seventeenth century it had diminished considerably in real terms; as Derek Hirst has argued, 'the mere 40s. freeholder was more or less a pauper'. 61 However, witnesses were referring to their goods rather than income, which were rated far below equivalent amounts of income from land. that, in principle, admitted litigants whose goods were valued below this sum in forma pauperum, thus waiving their court fees. 62 Forty shillings was also the minimum threshold of 'notable goods' above which executors and administrators were required by law to obtain probate or letters of administration. 63 The jurisdiction of many borough courts was limited to cases of debt involving goods valued at below forty shillings, whereas suits involving more substantial sums were referred to the King's Bench. 64 The initial subsidy bill of 1523 (which was the most socially inclusive of the directly assessed subsidies) set the minimum level of goods liable to taxation at forty shillings. Although this was briefly lowered to twenty shillings in the 1540s, for the remainder of the sixteenth century and throughout the seventeenth century the lowest minimum threshold was £3. 65 Another means of contextualising such values is by comparing them with the average value of domestic goods possessed by farm labourers wealthy enough to leave probate inventories, which, according to Alan
Everitt's findings, ranged from just over 45s. between 1560 and 1600 and £4 9s. 6d.
between 1610 and 1640. 66 The declining purchase of forty shillings as a significant threshold from the mid-seventeenth century is suggested by the impressment bill of 1645, designed to generate recruits for the New Model Army, which exempted any man rated at £5 in goods or £3 in lands, and the hearth taxes of the later seventeenth century which exempted those with goods or property worth less than £10. 67 The minimum thresholds set by the church courts for 'notable goods' and the remission of court fees had also been reset to £5 by this time. 68 The relative poverty of witnesses was carefully staked out, therefore, with reference to a range of signifiers of material hardship. Dependence on charity or relief was associated with the depths of destitution, placing recipients at the bottom of the hierarchy of indigence. Being without any certain place of abode, and dwelling separately from dependent family, further signalled the insufficiency of any livelihood such witnesses were able to glean (as well as the severe limits of neighbourly good will and parish relief). When wages were claimed, by hired and domestic servants as well as the increasing numbers of men and women more permanently dependent upon wage labour, they were deemed a haphazard source of the barest subsistence rather 
18
II.
Turning from how witnesses of limited means described themselves to examine in more detail who represented themselves in these terms, further social and material connotations attached to these forms of description become evident. Table 1 [ Court, the Archdeaconry of Richmond, and various peculiars within the Diocese of Chichester on the grounds that either collection bias or the patchy survival of depositions has skewed the distribution of witness statements extracted from these jurisdictions. 73 The variation between these figures primarily represents differences in the volume of business and only secondarily the incidence of the 'worth' question, with the exception of the diocese of Chester where the interrogatory enquiring about witnesses' worth was less frequently administered. 
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[ Table 2 near here]
The propensity with which witnesses described themselves as worth little or nothing or poor was, therefore, heavily shaped by gender and marital status, as illustrated further by in 1565 that 'she is a verie poore wydoo having a child upon hir hands wherbie she is litle or nothing worth in substance', describing a set of circumstances that became increasingly familiar to the distributors of poor relief over the course of the ensuing century. 82 This is further illustrated by the comparative frequency with which widows referred to receiving alms-related not only to their greater likelihood to resort to relief than other groups, but also to its greater social acceptability in such cases.
Singlewomen's declarations of limited means were also disproportionately frequent compared with the rest of the sample-with over half of all singlewomen describing themselves in these terms-although they deployed the language of poverty with less frequency than other women, and none referred to receiving alms. is not worth any thing of himselfe'. 89 Such answers were not dissimilar to those of married women who claimed to be worth nothing of their own, depending for their maintenance upon their husbands. Rather than expressions of material hardship, these formulations of little or no worth stemmed from the links between social subordination and material dependence. Youth, therefore, could temporarily limit distinctions of social status. Yet those who were fortunate enough to expect some sort of inheritance or the preferment of friends, especially at the threshold of marriage and householding status, were on a very different course from others whose wages saved from service were all they had to depend on as the foundation for their adult lives. 90 In the case of the latter, survival would have been impossible without continued recourse to wage labour and the economy of makeshifts-and the closer mapping of dependence with hardship-into adult life. 
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More routinely the bottom end of the social hierarchy was elided with the depths of the moral hierarchy, and poverty was often readily linked to dishonesty.
Many poorer witnesses were represented as susceptible to bribery not only because they could more easily be bought but also because they lacked the moral rectitude to resist. A particularly aggressive series of exceptions to certain witnesses appearing in a case before the York Court of High Commission adopted this strategy by enquiring whether two witnesses were 'dronkerdes men of small wytt light persons a credet emongst honest persons having noothing to live upon but there bare wai suche persons as may easelie be corrupted for a litel money to depose an untreuthe'. 105 The deep association between poverty and the alehouse could be brought to bear on the trustworthiness of female as well as male witnesses. Some were vili as unlicensed alehouse keepers-such as Katherine Pett who was deemed suspe entertaining a disorderly company of gentlemen known as 'the damned Crewe'-while others were charged with excessive drinking themselves, such as Godly
Winston who was characterised as a 'pot companion' and much given to drink which 'ungodly' tendencies (as they were described) contravened the expectations bestowed by her first name. 106 There was sometimes a misogynist edge to the small credyett & estimacion and such a woman as wilbe sone overcome and made to say whatsoever a man will have her say and assone she will denye it agayn', and 'a The relative poverty of certain deponents was probed not only because a la of goods or credit denoted the limited value of a witness's testimony and his or h susceptibility to bribery, but also because the ties of dependence poverty entailed rendered such witnesses vulnerable to coercion. Wage earners could be deemed suspect both because of the strong association between labour and poverty, and because of their dependence upon employers. This logic was deployed to discredit the testimony of John Tanner, variously described as a bricklayer or mason, who in 16 declared his goods worth the modest sum of twenty shillings when appearing in a cas before the Archdeaconry of Lewes on behalf of the plaintiff, Robert Constable. A series of witnesses produced on behalf of Stephen Pentecost, Constable's opponent, claimed that Tanner was not to be trusted since he was principally dependent upon Constable for his living. According to one of Pentecost's witnesses, Tanner was 'a poore needy fellow' and, employed by and under Constable, accounted his servant, depending upon him for most of his maintenance. Another witness also described
Tanner as a poor man who was set to work by Constable, receiving most of his means from him. Several agreed that Tanner would swear an untruth at Constable's behest.
In this case, Constable retaliated with a series of exceptions to Pentecost's witnesse who were similarly denounced. The curate of Laughton, for example, described as 'poor needy fellows of small or noe credit & such as…may be easily drawne to depose an untruth'. In the estimation of Constable's witnesses, Tanner was redescribed as an honest and hardworking householder who lived by his trade and whose oath could be tr debate, therefore, this case nonetheless illustrates its potency as a serious object a witness's authority.
This last example also illustrates the ease with which wage labour was conceived as service. Tanner's masonry work was described by one set of witnesse as his trade and the source of an independent living, and by another set as a form of 107 
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service to Constable on which-and therefore on whom-he primarily depended.
Similar conceptual blurring is suggested by the response of John Smallman in 1570 that he was a 'labouring husbandman…woorthe nothing but that which he getteth his labor', despite being described in the biographical preamble to his deposition as a domestic servant. 109 This may have been an attempt on Smallman's part to claim greater independence than associated with service, since the testimony of servants was easily disparaged on account of their status. In another Canterbury suit, for examp two men (neither of whom described themselves as servants) were described by a co witness as 'poore men of small credit or estimation being but servants'. 110 Of the witnesses who supplied details of their maintenance in addition to an occupation descriptor in the biographical preamble t d to maintaining themselves by some sort of service only when directly questioned about how they got a living.
That wage-earning of any kind could be represented as a form of servitude an an insubstantial means of living meant that a distinction between labour and service was readily unheeded. The division between wage earning and vagrancy could als become indistinct, as suggested by the discussion of a Kentish labourer's credit by his co-witnesses who deemed him 'poor' and of 'noe wealth worth or creditt'. Some believed he was household servant to the plaintiff, while another stated that he poor fellow yet no vagrant'. 111 When they were established, working relationships were comprehended in terms of debt and obligation, a situation often doubly compounded by the habitual payment of wages in arrears and the acceptance of labour in return for credit. A clothier, for example, a about fifteen shillings to the plaintiff on whose behalf he appeared as a witness, wh sum he was 'to worke out' by day labour.
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A comparable set of concerns was raised in relation to witnesses who had resorted to charity, suggesting a broad continuum to concepts of dependence encompassing relief (both formal and informal) and waged employment. In this conceptual framework, providing work was constructed as a form of patronage 109 CCA, DCb/J/X.10. 
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benefiting the labourer rather than the employer-a situation no doubt compound by the fact that parishes were enjoined by the poor laws to set any able bodied poor work. Occasionally witnesses were at pains to establish the different degrees of dependence separating charity, service and contractual employment but these readily obliterated by discrediting techniques. In response to an interrogatory that appears to have been formulated solely for him, the labourer Edward Ballard confessed that when he had been working for the defendant about a year previously 1620, he 'did take an old sack of his and did weare it or wrap it about his body to keepe him warme', but emphasised that he 'did not desire or beg the same of him, but…did worke the same out in doeinge businesses & worke for him'. Implicitly culpable in all this were the poorer witnesses deemed morally, socially or materially susceptible to corruption and coercion, rather than the employers, landlords, or patrons wielding the power to determine their actions.
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Witnesses of subordinate social position and limited means could be exposed to the enormous condescension of others. A Kentish yeoman, speaking in 1637 of his c witness, a tailor's wife, claimed that although she and her husband were accounted poor persons, he had never heard that they took alms, adding, however, that he husband talked 'more then becomes him'. 118 Three Canterbury witnesses believed themselves not worth a penny, another estimated his worth at 'some threepence mighthapp', and several others claimed no more than a groat, a few or a shilling. 119 It is possible that such responses were regretful acknowledgements the extent to which the witnesses concerned were in debt. So a London girdler claimed in 1589 that 'he is worth a cople of pence if everie burd had his fether'.
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The response of John Selwyn, a Sussex husbandman, was more obviously laced with sarcasm when he stated that he was worth two pence 'for carders and dycers be w little or nothing'. This retort had been provoked by another interrogatory desig discredit Selwyn and his wife, the gist of which was suggested by a co-witness's statement that Selwyn sometimes played at cards and that his wife nursed the plaintiff's child. Selwyn himself also admitted to playing cards or dice occasionally for a pot of beer or twelve pence in response to this question. That many anticipated the negative connotations of having little or no worth suggested most obviously by their reluctance to use the language of poverty in the process of self-description. This is in stark contrast to its more ready deploymen other contexts such as petitions and protests, which pitched a far more socially inclusive 'poor' against the 'rich' and emphasised the entitlement of the former ra than the latter. 123 As a form of self-description in the church courts, the idiom poverty was associated primarily with social subordination rather than moral Several witnesses claimed status as householders responsible for maintaining a family. A married woman conceded in 1636 that she and her husband were 'but p people', but insisted that they brought up their charges without parish relief. Her denial that she and her husband were overtaken with drink when they witnessed the defamatory words in dispute suggests attempts on the part of the opposing litigant t exploit associations of poverty and profligacy. Her husband, also appearing in the case, similarly justified his resorting to alehouses as 'for his honest necessity and to drincke with his neighbours and Customers there'. 129 Many emphasised their gre painstaking in providing for themselves and others, explicitly claiming this as a source of honesty. A wheeler responded that he was 'a poore man and worth litle o nothing but laboreth as a trewe poor man getting his lyving from hand to mouth', while a widow declared that she was 'a poore woman but liveth in an honest way b her owne labour', with nothing else to maintain her. 130 Both these witnesses were quick to offset the language of poverty with a counterclaim to honesty, as were m others who professed to live honestly in spite of their lack of means. These were defensive strategies that anticipated the negative associations of limited means, but the range of attributes such witnesses might draw on to assert their honesty w narrower than those able to claim substantial credit and status as tax payers, landholders, or office-holders. 131 Principally, assertions of honesty amongst poorer witnesses emphasised painstaking industry and efforts to avoid dependence on the relief of others. Given this was liable to construction in terms of the dependence deference associated with waged wo tion for claims to autonomy. These last responses suggest how important the opinion of neighboursespecially the 'better sort' of neighbours-was in authenticating claims to credit by those of limited means, which, by implication, could not be taken on the authority such witnesses alone. In general discussions of a particular witness's trustworthiness, the common estimation or, more exclusively, the opinion of the more substantial parishioners, was critical. Neighbours were sometimes willing to endorse the credi a fellow witness, once again with reference to the narrow criteria of esteem to w they might lay claim-principally with reference to diligent industry. 
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witnesses of little or no worth. Litigants could be just as interested in underscoring the credit of their witnesses as disputing it, and in several cases where a witness's cre was more widely discussed, co-witnesses endorsed as well as discounted it, not lea because the disputes heard by the church courts were often fought along vertical rather than horizontal fissures within communities. 136 However, poorer witnesses were more vulnerable than others to the discrediting strategies of litigants, and w more likely to be portrayed negatively than their wealthier counterparts. Although discrediting tactics were deployed in only a small minority of cases, witnesses declaring themselves worth little or nothing or poor, or less than forty shillings, were more than twice as likely to be discussed by their co-witnesses as witnesses declar themselves worth more than forty shillings. In addition, in well over half (56.1%) the cases involving witnesses of limited means the deponents under discussion were represented in wholly negative terms, while only one fifth (20.3%) were portra solely positive terms. By contrast, nearly two-fifths (38.9%) of witnesses declaring themselves worth more than forty shillings were positively endorsed without qualification-almost comparable in proportion to those described solely in negative terms (45.8%). There was also less disagreement about wealthier witnesses: only 15.3% of those discussed were portrayed in both positive and negative terms, wherea this occurred in 23.6% of cases involving deponents worth little or nothing or less than forty shillings. Although co-witnesses might disagree about whether a witness fell within or without the social boundaries demarcating the 'honest', it is clear that poorer witnesses were easier targets than their wealthier counterparts when it came to discrediting techniques, and that they exercised less control over their self-assertion in court. The negative ways in which the authority of such witnesses could be debated On the one hand, it might be argued that the church courts offered a forum in which significant numbers of those who could, in various ways, be described as 'poor' participated in the resolution (and sometimes the extension) of a wide range disputes. These disputes were numerous and far from trivial. Witnesses were in in establishing parish custom regarding the payment of tithes and church dues. The were drawn into disputes over the allocation of seats in church which involved th negotiation of local hierarchy. They were critical to the resolution of conflicts involving allegations of slander-many of which also revolved around competin claims to social status. The participation of witnesses facilitated the community policing of morals surrounding illicit sexual activity and they were also integral to th process of establishing paternity in cases of illegitimacy. It was on the basis of witness testimony that negligent or unorthodox clergy were disciplined, and, more routinely, the appraisal and distribution of the goods of the dead was monitored. 
